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The outcry raised by Lord Ashley's opponents
was that his agitation was directed towards a legis-
lative interference with the freedom of contract.
There is a great tendency in the English mind to be
governed by phrases, to turn some favourite phrase
into an oracle, and allow it to deliver judgment in
the teeth of whatever evidences and facts. For years
and years after Lord Ashley had started his move-
ment there were numbers of Englishmen filled with
a fond belief that the words " freedom of contract"
settled every question which could possibly come
within the reach of the principle they were supposed
to embody. Was it really proposed, Lord Ashley's
opponents asked in stern accents, that Parliament
should interfere with the freedom of contract; with
the right of one man to hire labour, and the right of
another man to let it out for hire ? If a grown
woman chooses to agree with an employer that she
is to work so many hours a day at a specified rate of
payment, what right has the Imperial Parliament to
say that she shall not be free to sell her labour on
such conditions as she finds suitable to her ? If a
man is willing to let out the labour of his children for
so many hours a day at a specified rate of payment,
has Parliament a right to step in and say that a man
shall not deal with his own children as he thinks best
for his interest and for theirs ? Is it really proposed
that the State shall assume the rights of paternity
over all the children of the working classes in towns,
and say when they may work and when they may
not work ? It did not seem to have occurred to
many of Lord Ashley's opponents to ask themselves